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Malcolm X spent much of the last year of his life abroad – indeed, it may 
well have been his success in building 
international support for his cause that 
effectively signed his death warrant, 
as the US government became 
increasingly nervous about the impact 
he was having. Malcolm travelled 
to Mecca on Haj in April 1964, and 
then on to Beirut and Cairo.  Over the 
following ten months he visited Nigeria 
(twice), Ghana (twice), Britain (three 
times), Cairo again, Kenya, Tanzania, 
Zanzibar, Ethiopia, Liberia, Guinea, 
Algiers, Geneva and Paris. 
It is well known that these travels 
– especially those within Africa – had 
a dramatic impact on Malcolm’s 
developing political outlook following 
his break with the Nation of Islam. 
Perhaps most famously, Malcolm’s 
support for the Algerian struggle against 
French colonialism had forced him to 
reassess his understanding of race and 
oppression, as is made clear from an 
interview given to the Young Socialist 
Alliance in January 1965: 
He explained that during a 
discussion in Ghana the Algerian 
ambassador, ‘who was extremely 
militant and revolutionary’, had 
questioned his definition of his 
philosophy of black nationalism 
by asking ‘where would this leave 
me?’. The Ambassador, Malcolm 
explained, was a white man. ‘He 
showed me where I was alienating 
people who were true revolutionaries 
dedicated to overturning the system 
of exploitation that exists on this 
earth by any means necessary...
So I had to do a lot of thinking 
and reappraising of my definition 
of black nationalism’....Later in 
the interview Malcolm said he had 
had the opportunity to ‘sample the 
thinking’ of the African presidents 
and prime ministers he had met. 
‘I was impressed by their analysis 
of the problem, and many of the 
suggestions they gave went a long 
way towards broadening my own 
outlook’, he added.
In particular, he became ever 
more convinced that the struggle for 
the rights of African-Americans within 
He had realised that race alone could never be a sufficient criterion 
for achieving social change...He had allied openly with the enemies of 
Washington in Havana, Hanoi and Algiers. These facts meant that ‘they 
have already ordered my execution. They don’t like uppity niggers. Never 
have. They’ll kill me. I’m sure’.
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the United States  was intrinsically 
linked to the struggle for freedom from 
colonialism and neo-colonialism in 
Africa, that the more these struggles 
were understood as one fight the more 
success they would have – and that 
this was already starting to happen. As 
Malcolm himself put it: 
As long as Africa was colonised, 
the coloniser projected the image of 
Africa and it was negative. And this 
made the people of African origin in 
the West not want to identify with 
Africa. And as the image of Africa was 
negative, the image of themselves 
was negative. But...now Africa is 
projecting a positive image, you find 
that the black people in the West are 
also projecting a positive image, they 
have more self-confidence and they 
are stepping up their drive in the 
struggle for freedom.
That the African independence 
movement was having this effect on 
Malcolm himself is clear. His notebook 
entry in May 1964, during his stay in 
Ghana, noted that 
All Africa is seething with serious 
awareness of itself, its potential 
wealth and power and the role it 
seems destined to play. We must 
identify with (‘migrate’ to) Africa 
culturally, philosophically and 
psychologically and the ‘life’ or new 
spirit will then give us the inspiration 
to do the things necessary (ourselves) 
to better our political economic and 
social ‘life’ ...in America.
Malcolm was particularly impressed 
by Kwame Nkrumah, the leader of the 
successful liberation struggle against 
British imperialism in Ghana, and 
President from 1957. Nkrumah had 
established the Organisation of African 
Unity the year before Malcolm’s 
arrival as a forum for implementing 
his vision of a single pan-African state 
that could rid itself of the vestiges 
of colonialism for good. As he put it 
to Shirley Du Bois, one of over one 
hundred African-Americans who had 
responded to President Nkrumah’s call 
for Africans the world over to migrate 
to Ghana to help build pan-African 
unity: “Your President, Osagyefo 
[Nkrumah’s nom de guerre], has taught 
me the true meaning and strength 
of unity”. Malcolm also wrote that 
“the most remarkable achievement 
made by Africa since the arrival of the 
white man is the establishment of the 
Organisation of African Unity...Heads 
of State should give maximum and 
uncompromising support to the OAU 
and the concept of a Union government 
for the continent; those who don’t do 
this are contributing to the continued 
presence and dominance of the west in 
Africa”. Indeed, his own organisation, 
the Organisation of Afro-American 
Unity (OAAU) – founded immediately 
following his return from Ghana in June 
1964 – was explicitly modelled on the 
OAU. 
Another figure who made a deep 
impression on Malcolm was Egypt’s 
Nasser, whose victory against the 
combined forces of Israel, Britain and 
France in 1957 had been a massive 
boost for independence movements 
across the continent – and indeed, 
across the world. Back in Detroit, 
Malcolm said that he had had “a 
chance to speak in Alexandria with 
President Nasser, for about an hour 
and a half. He’s a brilliant man. And I 
can see why they’re so afraid of him – 
and they are afraid of him. They know 
he can cut off their oil. And actually the 
only thing power respects is power”. 
Malcolm’s increasing alignment 
with such figures as Nasser and 
Nkrumah was deeply worrying to the 
US government – and Malcolm knew 
it. In an interview with the Lagos 
Morning Post published just over a 
week before his death, Malcolm spoke 
of an “international conspiracy to 
prevent the black man in the West from 
identifying with his brother in Africa...
All coloured people in the world had 
to identify with Africa...They had to 
stop thinking of themselves as British, 
French or American, they had to think 
black and be independent”. 
Malcolm knew that this was a 
dangerous position for him to hold, 
writing in November 1964 that “Those 
talks [with African revolutionaries] 
broadened my outlook and made it 
crystal clear to me that I had to look 
at the struggle in America’s ghettos 
against the background of a worldwide 
struggle of oppressed peoples. That’s 
why, after every one of my trips abroad, 
America’s rulers see me as being more 
and more dangerous. That’s why I feel 
in my bones that the plots to kill me 
have already been hatched in high 
places”. 
Africa, then, had made a 
fundamental impact on Malcolm’s 
thinking. But this influence was not 
only one way. Malcolm was not only 
learning but teaching on his visits, 
constantly addressing mass public 
meetings, conducting TV, radio and 
press interviews almost daily, as well 
as meeting leading figures in the newly 
independent states. 
Throughout all of these discussions, 
he was driving home the reality of 
continued racist oppression in the US, 
warning Africans not to believe the US 
government propaganda that this had 
all disappeared with the passage of the 
Civil Rights Act – and warning them 
that a government which continues to 
dehumanise its own African population 
would not treat Africans in Africa 
any differently. Africans, he argued, 
needed to be as wary of US ‘dollarism’ 
as of European colonialism. In May 
1964 he told a Nigerian newspaper 
that the “Peace Corps are spies of the 
American government and missionaries 
of colonialism and neo-colonialism... 
Every American recruited into the 
Peace Corps had a special assignment 
to perform. They are all agents of 
espionage.” He developed the theme 
at a speech to the London School of 
Economics the following February, 
reported in The Times: “‘They send 
the Peace Corps to Nigeria and hired 
killers to the Congo. What is the Peace 
Corps? Exactly what it says,’ he added 
amid applause. ‘Get a piece of your 
country’”. 
William Sales, in his book From Civil 
Rights to Black Liberation, notes that 
“the most useful aspect of Malcolm X 
in Africa was that he presented other 
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views than what was propounded by 
the United States Information Service...
only from Malcolm X did the militant 
leadership group receive a briefing on 
the US racial situation in a language 
immediately recognisable to them”. 
James Farmer, after his own visit to 
Africa shortly after Malcolm’s, noted 
that “President Johnson has not been 
well-projected in Africa. In addition, 
Malcolm X contributed greatly to the 
generally unfavourable African opinion 
of Johnson”. 
That Malcolm’s visit made a huge 
impact on Africa is not in doubt. He was 
received as a guest of honour by the 
governments of almost every country 
he visited, and given private meetings 
with not only Nkrumah, but also Julius 
Nyerere of Tanzania and even President 
Azikiwe of Nigeria. In Guinea, he not 
only met President Sekou Toure, but 
stayed in his private residence, noting in 
his diary that day: “I’m speechless. All 
praise is due Allah”. These men deeply 
respected Malcolm, with Nkrumah, for 
example, dedicating his 1968 pamphlet 
The Spectre of Black Power to Che 
Guevara, Ben Barka and Malcolm. 
William Gardner Smith, another of 
the 120-plus African Americans living 
in Ghana at the time, and assistant 
editor-in-chief of Ghana TV, wrote that 
Malcolm “inspired great admiration...
When we met him...Malcolm was 
becoming a revolutionary. He was a 
great man to us”. 
But Malcolm’s influence was not 
limited to the African leadership; it was 
deeply felt throughout the countries 
he visited. According to Leslie Lacy 
at the University of Ghana in Legon, 
Malcolm’s second visit to Ghana 
“caught us by surprise...but we were 
ready. Most of us had not gone back 
to our old lives. Malcolm...and all that 
we had seen and felt as a result of his 
visit, had had a converting effect on 
our lives, and he had outlined specific 
plans for how we could aid our struggle 
for human rights in America...[The 
students] at the University had talked 
about Malcolm for days after he left”. 
John Lewis of the US-based Student 
Non-Violent Coordinating Committee, 
living in Ghana at the time of Malcolm’s 
visit, “found that Malcolm was revered” 
says Marika Sherwood. “He and his 
SNCC colleagues were constantly 
asked about Malcolm wherever they 
travelled in West Africa. ‘Malcolm X 
was considered even further to the 
left… – an extremist, a revolutionary. 
But here in Africa, among these young 
freedom fighters, we were dismissed as 
mainstream, and it was Malcolm who 
was embraced’”. Elsewhere, Lewis and 
another SNCC representative wrote:
Among the first questions we 
were continually asked (in Ghana) 
was ‘What’s your organisation’s 
relationship with Malcolm?’ After a 
day of this we found that we must, 
immediately on meeting people, 
state our own position in regard to 
where we stood on certain issues 
– Cuba, Vietnam, the Congo, Red 
China and the UN...We ultimately 
found that this situation was not 
peculiar to Ghana, the pattern 
repeated itself in every country...
Malcolm’s impact on Africa was 
just fantastic. In every country he 
was known and served as the main 
criteria for categorising other Afro-
Americans and their political views. 
Malcolm himself, in Guinea in 
November 1964, wrote that “It is 
difficult to believe that I could be so 
widely known (and respected) here on 
this continent. The negative image the 
Western press has tried to paint of me 
certainly hasn’t succeeded”. 
Malcolm was determined to use this 
influence to turn the US treatment of 
African Americans into an international 
concern – in particular, by getting the 
issue raised at the UN. In July 1964, 
Malcolm was invited to attend the 
OAU conference in Cairo; a huge 
deal, given that this was a conference 
specifically for heads of state. He 
submitted a written statement on the 
situation of Afro-Americans in the US, 
which concluded by requesting that the 
assembled heads of state “recommend 
an immediate investigation into 
our problem by the United Nations 
Commission on Human Rights”. 
Then, on July 17th, Malcolm 
addressed the Assembly. As a result, 
the OAU passed a resolution that 
professed to be “deeply disturbed by 
continuing manifestations of racial 
bigotry and racial oppression against 
Negro citizens of the United States of 
America”, that “reaffirm[ed] its belief 
that the existence of discriminatory 
practices  is a matter of deep concern 
to member States of the Organisation 
of African Unity” and that “urge[d] the 
Government authorities in the United 
States of American to intensify their 
efforts to ensure the total elimination 
of all forms of discrimination based 
on race, colour, or ethnic origin” – 
clearly reflecting, therefore, Malcolm’s 
message that this goal had still not been 
achieved, despite the passage of the 
Civil Rights Bill. 
Although “the African states never 
asked for an investigation...Breitman 
argues that Malcolm’s influence was 
evident in the ‘sharp denunciations 
of American racial policy at home 
and abroad voiced by several African 
delegations in the UN debate over the 
Congo in December 1964’. The Essien-
Udoms point out in their memoir that 
it was an ‘extraordinary concession that 
Malcolm X was admitted to the OAU 
as it was a heads of state meeting’. He 
had had to lobby hard as [in Malcolm’s 
words] the ‘US government had almost 
successfully convinced most Africans 
that the African Americans did not 
identify with Africans and that Africans 
would be foolish to get involved in 
their problems...Not only did the 
Summit pass the resolution, but some 
of the delegates promised officially to 
assist the OAAU in its plan to give their 
support during the following session of 
the United Nations.’” 
Sherwood, quoting Karl Evanzz, 
writes that “’On December 10th...
African ambassadors repeatedly 
compared racism in South Africa 
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to racism in North America, just as 
Malcolm X had requested...The first to 
make the link was...Guinea’s foreign 
minister’ who questioned whether 
thousands of Congolese citizens 
had been murdered ‘because [they] 
had dark skin just like the coloured 
United States citizens murdered in 
Mississippi?’. He was followed by Mali’s 
foreign minister. Twelve days later the 
New York Times reported that ‘Charges 
of colonialism, neo-colonialism and 
imperialism are being levelled at 
the United States in the 24-member 
United Nations Special Committee on 
Imperialism’. 
Malcolm’s lobbying was reaping 
dividends – as further evidenced by 
MS Handler’s article in the New York 
Times (2/1/1965) which stated that 
Malcolm X had ‘prepared the political 
groundwork in the capitals of Africa 
for the recent concentrated attack 
on American racism in the debate on 
the Congo at the United Nations’”. 
Malcolm was at pains to point out 
that “America needs Africa more than 
Africa needs America” – and that Africa 
should use this leverage to fight for the 
rights of Africans everywhere, a call 
to which Africans proved increasingly 
willing to respond. 
Needless to say, none of this went 
unnoticed by the US authorities. 
“Throughout my trip, I was of course 
aware that I was under constant 
surveillance” wrote Malcolm, and this is 
undoubtedly true. Whilst publicly they 
attempted to downplay and belittle the 
significance of Malcolm’s visit, their 
private correspondence (extensively 
quoted by Sherwood) demonstrates a 
deep concern about his extensive and 
growing influence – and how it could 
be combated. The State Department 
wrote that “there is no denying that 
the propaganda which was generated 
by his extreme statements may have 
caused some damage to the United 
States’ image” and US Ambassador 
to Kenya, Attwood, telegrammed 
that “we disagree that Malcolm has 
had no real impact on Africa. He 
had considerable success in Kenya in 
publicising his views and in getting ear 
of Kenyan leaders”. 
One method to limit Malcolm’s 
influence appears to have been the 
pressuring of African media outlets to 
either censor all reports of Malcolm’s 
visits, or limit coverage to the recycling 
of US Embassy press releases. His 
second visit to Nigeria in October 1964, 
for example, received very little press 
attention compared to voluminous 
coverage on his earlier visit. 
Malcolm certainly believed that the 
US government was putting pressure on 
African governments over his visits, and 
Sherwood suggests that the Embassy 
may have pressured the Nigerian 
media into ignoring his visit the second 
time around. An intriguing telegram 
from the US Embassy in Ghana to the 
Department of State certainly backs 
these suspicions, with the ambassador 
writing that: “I brought up press again 
[with President Nkrumah], saying 
daily press had improved towards 
USG (US government) but that last 
night I read latest issue of The Spark 
which made strictly communist line 
attack on Alliance for Progress and 
condemned peace corps...Nkrumah 
did not claim credit for improvement 
in daily press and responded only with 
vague comment, ‘well, it is difficult’. 
He said he too had just read Spark 
issue, tried to side-step by saying, 
‘Spark is a theoretical journal; they go 
into these issues’. I replied they always 
went into issues from one direction...” 
That the Ambassador would brazenly 
reprimand the country’s President 
for allowing one single (theoretical) 
journal to print critical remarks about 
the US speaks volumes about the 
overall US commitment to censorship 
and micro-management of the African 
press. 
Nor does this commitment appear 
to be limited to Africa. US newspapers 
reported Malcolm as being merely an 
‘observer’ at the OAU conference, 
entirely omitting the fact that he 
presented a memorandum to the 
conference, leading Sherwood to 
speculate that pressure was being 
exerted on US media as well. 
In addition, US ambassadors in 
Africa had clearly been told to figure out 
specific ways to undermine Malcolm. 
In November 1964, writes Sherwood, 
“the ever busy racist Ambassador 
Attwood in Nairobi sent a confidential 
telegram to the Department of State 
regarding Malcolm’s planned visit 
to Conakry, the capital of Guinea. 
Attwood advised that the ‘most effective 
way inoculate Toure against Malcolm X 
is to stress latter’s derogatory remarks 
about Kennedy after assassination 
in view Toure’s deep admiration for 
Kennedy, this line should help in 
advance Malcolm’s visit’”. 
Other attempts at countering 
Malcolm’s influence included the 
use of pro-US African Americans to 
project a more positive image of US in 
Africa. Thus, the US Embassy in Guinea 
suggested to the State Department that 
it “may wish to consider informing 
[well known African American actor 
Harry]Belafonte re proposed Malcolm 
X visit with direct or implied suggestion 
he write personal letter to Toure 
on subject”. Sherwood comments 
that “either the US was unable to 
contact Harry Belafonte, or, of course, 
Belafonte might well have refused to 
cooperate.” However, they did not 
give up on the idea of sending a pro-US 
African American to Africa to counter 
Malcolm’s influence. Sherwood writes 
that “Apart from trying to influence 
the African heads of state via its 
ambassadors, the governments by trade 
and aid missions, the peoples through 
the massive propaganda efforts of the 
United States Information Service, the 
US government had another idea. Why 
not send another African American, 
espousing somewhat different 
philosophies from those of Malcolm, 
to visit? 
The choice fell on James Farmer, 
president of the Congress of Racial 
Equality, but the information sent to 
the American embassies in Africa [by 
the US State Department] claimed 
that “Farmer’s trip is sponsored by 
the American Negro leadership 
conference on Africa. The Department 
(of State) was informed by the Planning 
Committee of the Conference that 
the purpose of Mr Farmer’s trip is to 
attempt to present a ‘true picture of 
the progress of civil rights in America 
and to state the true aspirations of 
most American Negroes as compared 
with what has been said in Africa 
by Malcolm X and Cassius Clay’....
Addressee missions are requested 
to extend the usual courtesies to Mr 
Farmer and to facilitate his making 
contact with government leaders...The 
Department of course wishes to be of 
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help to Mr Farmer in any way practical. 
It is recognised that in some countries 
too close an identification with the 
Embassy may be counterproductive” – 
and therefore the real organisers of his 
trip should be kept secret. 
An article in the New York Times 
summed up US concerns about 
Malcolm’s trip in the following way: 
“The State Department and the Justice 
Department have begun to take an 
interest in Malcolm’s campaign to 
convince African states to raise the 
question of persecution of American 
Negroes at the United Nations...
Malcolm’s 8-page memorandum [the 
one submitted to the OAU conference] 
became available only recently...The 
officials studying it are reported as 
stating that if Malcolm succeeded in 
convincing just one African Government 
to bring up the charge at the United 
Nations, the United States Government 
would be faced with a touchy problem. 
The United States...would find itself in 
the same category...as South Africa...
and other countries whose domestic 
politics have become debating issues at 
the United Nations. The issue would be 
of service to critics of the United States...
and contribute to the undermining 
of the position the United States has 
asserted for itself as leader of the West in 
the advocacy of human rights”. Extreme 
methods had seemingly been taken to 
deal with this threat. 
Just one week after his address to 
the OAU conference, during his stay in 
the Nile Hilton hotel in Cairo, Malcolm 
(writes Eric Norden) “collapsed in his 
hotel room, suffering from severe 
abdominal pain. He was rushed to 
hospital...His stomach was pumped 
out...and that saved him...Analysis of 
the stomach pumping disclosed a ‘toxic 
substance’. Its nature was undisclosed, 
but food poisoning was ruled out...
According to Milton Henry, Malcolm 
believed ‘someone had deliberately 
poisoned me...Washington had a lot to 
do with it’...Mrs Ella Collins, Malcolm’s 
sister, reported that Malcolm had told 
her...that he felt the CIA was directly 
responsible”. Malcolm later told Jan 
Carew that “two things happened 
simultaneously. I felt a pain in my 
stomach and, in a flash, I realised that 
I’d seen the waiter who’d served me 
before. He looked South American, 
and I’d seen him in New York. The 
poison bit into me like teeth. It was 
strong stuff. The doctor told Milton that 
there was a toxic substance in my food. 
When the Egyptians who were with me 
looked for the waiter who had served 
me, he had vanished”. 
It is perhaps, then, no surprise that 
during Malcolm’s visit to Oxford in 
December 1964, in response to Tariq 
Ali saying he hoped to see him again 
soon, Malcolm replied “I don’t think 
so. By this time next year I’ll be dead.” 
Malcolm explained that, in Ali’s words: 
“since his break with the Nation of 
Islam, he had been moving in other 
directions. He had realised that race 
alone could never be a sufficient 
criterion for achieving social change...
He had allied openly with the enemies 
of Washington in Havana, Hanoi and 
Algiers. These facts meant that ‘they 
have already ordered my execution. 
They don’t like uppity niggers. Never 
have. They’ll kill me. I’m sure’. ‘Who?’ 
He shrugged his shoulders, as if to say 
that the question was too foolish to 
merit a reply”. 
Malcolm had voiced this prediction 
frequently since his poisoning in Cairo 
and “three months away from his 
fortieth birthday, just before he had left 
London, Malcolm had told Jan Carew 
that ‘the chances are that they will get 
me the way they got Lumumba’”. He 
had also been warned of this danger by 
many of his African friends, including 
Nkrumah, who tried to persuade him to 
stay in Ghana. Indeed, when Malcolm 
was prevented by the French authorities 
from entering the country less than 
two weeks before his assassination, 
Eric Norden’s explanation is that a 
“‘highly-placed North African diplomat’ 
told him that his country’s intelligence 
department had been quietly informed 
by the French that the CIA planned 
Malcolm’s murder and ‘France feared 
he might be liquidated on its soil’”. 
He was killed just eleven days later, 
addressing a packed meeting in New 
York, on the same day he unveiled 
the programme of the Organisation for 
Afro-American Unity. 
It is clear that Malcolm’s political 
trajectory, largely the result of his 
travels to Africa, meant that he 
had crossed a ‘red line’ for the US 
authorities. The unspoken rule of 
‘civil rights’ campaigning in the US 
since the Second World War – as with 
‘left-wing’ agitation in Britain during 
the same period – was that it would 
be tolerated, and even granted some 
concessions, so long as its leaders 
backed the country’s militaristic and 
racist foreign policies. This unspoken 
‘contract’ constituted a red line which 
Malcolm – as Paul Robeson before 
him and Martin Luther King afterwards 
– not only refused to respect, but 
actually came to believe rendered 
the struggle at home meaningless and 
impotent. Had he survived, he would 
undoubtedly have continued to build 
his own organisation as the ‘US wing’ 
of an international anti-imperialist 
struggle which he was becoming ever 
more deeply involved in, and his 
presence at the Bandung summit in 
Jakarta the following month (to which 
he had been invited) would only have 
strengthened these bonds. His vision 
of the inseparability of the struggle 
for freedom at home and abroad was 
immensely empowering for Africans in 
both Africa and in America, and for all 
oppressed peoples the world over. And 
despite his martyrdom - it still is. 
There is much to say about 
Malcolm’s visits abroad that has been 
left out of this article. For a much more 
thorough account, based on a huge 
amount of primary source material, 
Marika Sherwood’s book Malcolm X: 
Visits Abroad April 1964-February 
1965 is strongly recommended for all 
readers. All the quotes in this article are 
taken from this book and those which 




determined to use 
this influence to turn 
the US treatment of 
African Americans 
into an international 
concern – in 
particular, by getting 
the issue raised at  
the UN.
